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Bread Loaf and the Bakeless Prizes

Since 1926 the Bread Loaf Writers' Conference has convened every August in the shadow of Bread Loaf Mountain, in Vermont's Green Mountains, where Middlebury College maintains a summer campus. The conference, founded by Robert Frost and Willa Cather—a generation before creative writing became a popular course of study— brings together established poets and prose writers, editors, and literary agents to work with writers at various stages of their careers. Frost's plan for the conference included a faculty of distinguished writers who would "turn from correcting grammar in red ink to matching experience in black ink, experience of life and experience of art." Bread Loaf has stayed true to Frost's original vision, and its vibrancy and energy have helped make it the most respected of the many summer writers' conferences in the nation. 

While part of Bread Loaf's reputation was built on the writers associated with it—W. H. Auden, Sinclair Lewis, Wallace Stegner, Katherine Anne Porter, William Carlos Williams, Ralph Ellison, Nelson Algren, Toni Morrison, Adrienne Rich, May Sarton, Archibald MacLeish, Frank O'Connor, and Richard Wright, among others—it has an equally high reputation for finding and supporting writers of promise at the earliest stages of their careers. Eudora Welty, Carson McCullers, Anne Sexton, May Swenson, Russell Banks, Joan Didion, Miller Williams, Richard Yates, Richard Ford, Julia Alvarez, Carolyn Forché, Linda Pastan, Dave Smith, Tess Gallagher, Ellen Bryant Voigt, Andrea Barrett, and Tim O'Brien are some of the poets, novelists, and short story writers who benefited from the scholarships and fellowships Bread Loaf awards annually.

The importance of Bread Loaf for American writers is typified by Julia Alvarez's recollection of her first conference: "I went to Bread Loaf for the first time in 1969 and fell in love with the community of writers ... All these people talking about nothing but writing, forcing me to think about writing! I aspired to this great society." My own relationship with Bread Loaf began in 1981 when I attended as a scholar, and was renewed in 1986 when I returned as a fellow. These initial opportunities allowed me to work with William Stafford and 
Philip Levine, whose influence helped to shape the way I think of myself as a writer. Later, as an associate faculty member, and since 1995 as director, I have repeatedly witnessed the profound effect the eleven days in August have on those who attend. John Ciardi, a former director of the conference and one of its most eloquent spokespeople, liked to say about the Bread Loaf experience that "no great writer ever became one in isolation. Somewhere and sometime, if only at the beginning, he had to experience the excitement and intellectual ferment of a group something like this." 

There are many obstacles to a successful literary career, but none is more difficult to overcome than the publication of a first book. The Katharine Bakeless Nason Literary Publication Prizes were established in 1995 to expand Bread Loaf's commitment to the support of emerging writers. Endowed by the LZ Francis Foundation, whose directors wished to commemorate Middlebury College patron Katharine Bakeless Nason and to encourage emerging writers, the Bakeless Prizes launch the publication career of a poet, fiction writer, and creative nonfiction writer annually. Winning manuscripts are chosen in an open, national competition by a distinguished judge in each genre. The winning books are published in August to coincide with the Bread Loaf Writers' Conference, and the authors are invited to participate as Bakeless Fellows.

Since they first appeared in 1996, the winning Bakeless books have been critical successes. As a result, the Bakeless Prizes are coveted among new writers. The fact that Houghton Mifflin publishes these books is significant, for it joins together one of America's oldest and most distinguished literary presses with an equally distinguished writers' conference. The collaboration speaks to the commitment of both institutions to cultivate emerging literary artists in order to ensure a richer future for American writing.

MICHAEL COLLIER

Director, Bread Loaf Writers' Conference




Foreword

In Ninety-five Nights of Listening, Malinda Markham notes that "A snake wrapped around a bell / takes the echo with her when she leaves." There is hardly a more apt conceit, a more reverberant and mysterious symbol of Markham's title than this echoing snake. 

Scheherezade may be one inspiration for these poems, as the poet tells "stories" over and over to a listening consciousness—but the snake, moving within and out of sound, mysteriously both embodying and escaping the bell's "word," is an even stronger representation of the desire and delight of these poems.

In her poem "Gift," she reinforces this dramatic tactic:


The birds that chattered in the trees above the school

have left us with the sound of wings and the smell of smoke

in our hair. For three nights now, only one star

has graced the curve of the moon. The sky is silenced.



I am in awe of the unwinding, unwavering magic of these poems. There is a beautiful doubleness of desire here—the desire to make the world known in "storytelling" at the same time as the desire to mask, to shadow, to recloak the world in its natural mystery.

In her poem "Before the River Freezes in Place," this doubleness divides the image in two in this unforgettable, startling vision of a bird struck by lightning:


Sing me the story where lightning

divides the tanager in two.

Each half beak opens, and wind pulls night

from inside two mouths.

Are you looking for comfort? No matter

how you ask it, those two sides of the sky

do not become one. There are people

wanting to be covered by night.

There is a bird-shaped space

the color of light.




This startling vision, like the image of the reverberant snake, allows

poetry to pass through the animate world, allows the reader to witness this thrilling "dividing" passage. The "bird-shaped space / the color of light" is our expectation, our desire for fiction, our hunger for the shape of narrative longing to be filled. Malinda Markham has acknowledged, parodied, and fulfilled this longing in Ninety-five Nights of Listening. As judge of the Bakeless poetry prize, I found her book filled with poetic wisdom, tonic insight, and haunting music for the eye and ear—an enchantment and an admonition to all who need "stories" to live. 

CAROL MUSKE-DUKES
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Woman Bathing

1. 

Night birds build the yard with their sound:

The porch and lamp and strong columns

of pine. They have filled everything in

but the moon. They are trying.

Soon, all will be level and dark.

2.

To cure poisoned snails in the garden,

grind geraniums into a paste. Feed only

in increments. Do not give enough water

to drown them. Given a chance,

like anything, they will. What child

hasn't practiced dying under water,

listening to waves against the bathtub's

smooth sides? Heart rising,

patient and caged.

3.

Bright parrot, your legs are flutes.

Someone welded a ring about your foot.

Did you try to escape? Three feathers

clipped, you respond

in abbreviated flight. Sing again,

ash-colored beak, and learn to speak

your name. Understand how much

we all love your small face.

4.

Tea is bitter and thick. Crickets in cages

sell for less than a dime.

Where did it come from, this need

to speak like birds in a field,

refining the trees and the fence?


The one who sings the moon shut

finally can sleep. I am waiting. 

5.

Straw babies make girls turn away.

So give the dolls faces and names.

I fold paper into boats—perhaps the water

will hold us this time. Press

your hands over your ears. Fish call us down

with silvery tongues. Who else

has stood in this place with no branch

in sight? O cover your ears.

Time runs down the legs as we move.



Instruction (Against Limited Disaster)

I don't know whether they live or die,

These wings like skin

That push time through themselves,

A gift. Long ago, history 

Became a list of what pierced us,

Each event with no recollection

Of the last. If a heart could be pressed

Toward the spine, its cavity filled

With stones—perhaps the body

Would not fear high wind,

The press of other bodies, the way

The sun divests objects of weight.

And the moon. Turns questions

To insect wings. They drink light

And release it, wings like individual

Rain, tiny bodies of wire. How many

Flowers I could have collected

For you. How well I know

What can be supplanted with foil,

What can, from a distance,

Entice. Understand, I am intact.

The tongue is metal, and the heart.

Say what you will about

Absolutes. I have seen

Walls open like petals with enough

Subterranean force.



Being Glass

This is music: Birds scratch a line from treetop

to roof. The struck spine rings

like a sealed room. A person could identify leaves

through the shoulder blades. The tongue

glacial, the arms strips of light.

From the right direction, houses billow and curve. 

Years later, the man awoke,

not remembering his eyes. They were a particular color,

he knew, and when he wore a certain shirt,

he could leave the house without shaving.

The woman, too, once had eyes.

He painted them for her, the only detail of her face

rendered mistaken. Snow falls,

and the picture is grainy.

I am old, he thinks, though this doesn't help.



Things That Seldom Remain in Place

Ghosts peel from the wallpaper. They turn to foxes,

run red to the trees. Weather knots

at the corners of sleep and will not recede.

Who can see a stranger's wrist

and not have regrets? The scent of wild orange

invokes memory benign; sliced lime

calls forth pleasing thoughts best forgotten. 

Girls by the roadside become foxes most of all:

The warrior sped down a familiar street and entered a field.

Retainers vanished as soon as he spoke.

A spectacle of disbelief: the merchant sells glimpses

of a parrot that the emperor

refused. It swallows hot coals without choking.

Or belief: a woman with broken combs in her hair

upends a man's gaze. She leads him beneath the house.

He sees a palace curtained with rooms.

Two weeks later, he emerges, his back bent

from stooping, a figure recognizable only by voice.

The man had cheated his tenants.

Foxes scratched at the gates of the yard.

The sun, too, is a taken thing. Across an ocean,

a man's sister stops speaking,

leaving this voice to stand for everything lost.

Bathing women draw their robes shut

like blinds. The bowl on the mantel

fills with avowals: seven antique marbles,

a clam shell wrapped with thread.

Having forgotten the difficult words,

mostly I greet and agree. Memories of hands


wrest the air from this room: How can anyone

speak? The fox blends into silence.

A snake wrapped around a bell

takes the echo with her when she leaves. 
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